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Form Based Codes for
Lowell Junction

• Form Follows Regulation

• Tools of Conventional Zoning

• The Form Based Code
• What does it do differently?
• How is it documented?
• How is it administered?
• Where else is it used?
• What do people say about it?

• Two Massachusetts Cases
• Hamilton Canal District: Lowell
• Southfield: Weymouth / Abington / Rockland
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Conventional Zoning Tools:
What is Zoning?

• The public regulation of land use, bulk, density 
and dimensions as well as the administrative 
processes for enforcement.

• Rational planning model: start with a plan and 
adopt a zoning code based upon it.

• Many communities have zoning codes that are 
outdated and ineffective.  



Conventional Zoning Tools:
How Does Zoning Work?

1. Regulates development within „zones‟ where similar 
activities are or are not allowed

2. Identifies areas of a lot that cannot be built upon (i.e. 
setbacks)

3. Establishes activities allowed and not allowed in a zone

4. Often requires additional “design guidelines” that are not 
established as standards 

5. Establishes a program for site plan reviews and/or 
discretionary special permits



Conventional Zoning Tools:
Other Land Use Regulation

• Subdivision, street standards, etc.
• State and local wetlands laws
• Flood plain regulations
• Building codes, fire codes, etc.
• Health codes
• Design and historic review



Conventional Zoning Tools:
The Limitations Of Zoning

• Emphasis on regulation by use

• Density regulations often do not address form or 
design

• Administration rarely balances certainty and 
flexibility

• Difficult to build pubic support for regulatory 
changes because it is difficult to answer the „what 
will it look like‟ question



Conventional Zoning Tools:
The Limitations Of Zoning: Existing Tools

• Regulation of uses
• Setbacks
• Open space
• Parking requirements
• Subdivision standards
• Density
• Site plan review
• Special permits
• Design guidelines



Zoning Tools:
Regulation of Allowed Uses

19. Baths, Turkish
25. Boxing arena
28. Chinchillas, retail sales
41. Eleemosynary institutions
42. Embalming business
95. Physical culture institution
109.  Potato chip manufacturing
127.  Tombstones, retail sales
135.  Turkish Baths

Paul Crawford, AICP
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J.H. Kunstler



Zoning Tools:
Open Space

Baconsrebellion.com
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Washington: 22: Visualizing Density Library



Zoning Tools:
Density

Tampa: 19: Visualizing Density Library





Coalition for Smarter Growth







Can a land use regulation system reflect what a 
community wants, rather than just prohibit 
what a community does not want?

Can a land use regulation system reflect 
community character?
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The Appliance and The Grid

Lowell Junction Area
Development Plan

• Town Meetings
• Zoning Boards of Appeals
• Planning Boards
• Conservation Commissions
• Town Engineers
• Fire Departments
• State Regulators
• MEPA Process
• Etc. 

“If we know what the appliance is . . . .

We need to find the plugs to connect it to the existing power grids.”

- Christopher Alexander
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The Form Based Code:
What Does It Do Differently?

Ferrell Madden Associates



• Primarily works to define and create a “place”

• Regulatory focus on form instead of density and 
use

• Emphasize mixed uses 

• Greater attention to streetscape, design, public 
realm and role of individual buildings in shaping 
public realm

• Up-front public participation during creation of 
the code limits the need for discretionary 
individual project review

The Form Based Code:
What Does It Do Differently?
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The Form Based Code:
What Does It Do Differently?

Tools of the Form-Based Code:
• Regulating plan
• Open Space Standards

• Thoroughfare Standards
• Public Open Space Standards
• Private Open Space Standards

• Functional Design Standards
• Building Form Standards

• Site Configuration
• Building Configuration
• Building Elements
• Uses

• Administrative Process
• Architectural standards (optional)



The Form Based Code:
What Does It Do Differently?

The 
Charrette



The Form Based Code
What Does It Do Differently?

1. Prescriptive not proscriptive
2. Public can see „what happens where‟
3. Regulate development on a lot by lot basis
4. Reflect a diversity of architecture within a 

community vision and legal framework
5. Define and codify a neighborhood „DNA‟
6. Concise, organized, and written for non-

planners to understand
7. Reduce the need for „design guidelines‟ and 

replace them with more enforceable regulation
8. Less oversight of individual projects by review 

bodies

By Peter Katz: Form Based Codes Institute
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The Form Based Code:
How Is It Documented?

• Regulating plan
• Open Space Standards

• Thoroughfare Standards
• Public Open Space Standards
• Private Open Space Standards

• Functional Design Standards 
• Building Form Standards

• Site Configuration
• Building Configuration
• Building Elements
• Uses

• Architectural standards (optional)
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Regulating 
Plan:

Frontage 
Based

Farmer’s Branch, TX



Fort Worth, TX
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Benicia, CA
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Benicia, CA
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Winter Springs, FL
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The Form Based Code:
How Is It Documented?

Functional
Design 

Standards

City of  Fort Worth
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Benicia, CA, Opticos Design
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Optional

Architectural
Standards
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The Form Based Code
Types of Districts

• 40R districts

• Downtown and village centers

• New development districts (43D)

• Neighborhood or town-wide applications



The Form Based Code:
Approval Process

• New zoning district and subdivision standards:

• Recommendation on a zoning change by the Planning 
Board, with a zoning change approved by town meetings

• Approval by the Planning Board of an addendum to the 
Subdivision Standards accepting the new street types and 
street standards for future public roadways within the 
district



The Form Based Code
Administration Process

• Major public review of project objectives will occur at the 
code development level, with less of a need for scrutinizing 
individual project applications

• Streets require subdivision review before the start of a 
project or on a case by case basis

• Site development projects require simpler review for a 
„certificate of consistency‟ with the code

• Variances, special permits and even site plan review can be 
eliminated from the process if appropriate.  

• Special permits may be appropriate for deviation from the 
code
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The Form Based Code
Where Is It Used?

• New towns: Kentlands, Seaside, South Main
• California towns: Benicia, Petaluma, Azusa, Ventura
• Arlington, VA, on Columbia Pike
• Peoria, IL, downtown
• Fort Worth, TX, near south side district
• Farmers Branch, TX, transit station area
• Woodford, Kentucky
• St. Lucie County, Florida

• Massachusetts examples:
• The 2004 Lowell Zoning Code (T district setbacks)
• 40R districts in Brockton and Kingston
• Southfield (South Weymouth Naval Air Station)
• Hamilton Canal District, Lowell, MA



The Form Based Code
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“It shortens the review time for projects and gives 
developers a better idea of what the city 
requires”

Mike Moore, City of Petaluma, CA

From: Form Based Codes Institute

The Form Based Code
What Do People Say About It?



“(Form Based Codes) will provide a consistency of 
how neighboring properties will be improved.”

Michael Arendt, Luther Burbank Savings Bank

From: Form Based Codes Institute

The Form Based Code
What Do People Say About It?



“The easiest way to facilitate . . . projects is for 
municipalities to conduct and complete the 
environmental review, establish the desired land 
use, proscribe design guidelines and expedite the 
application review.”

Frank Denney, Home Builders Assoc. of Northern CA

From: Form Based Codes Institute

The Form Based Code
What Do People Say About It?



“We can‟t tell if the (form-based code) is a radical, 
green left-wing document or a developer-
friendly, market based right-wing one”

Jose Sanchez, Santa Rosa Press-Democrat

From: Form Based Codes Institute

The Form Based Code
What Do People Say About It?
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The Form Based Code
HCD Development Site



The Form Based Code
HCD Development Team: Trinity Financial
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The Form Based Code
HCD Regulating Plan
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The Form Based Code
HCD Functional Design Standards

• Functional design of loading docks
• Design of parking entrances
• Permissible location for parking entrances
• First floor treatments

• Transparency
• Access
• Privacy for residential units

• Rooftop equipment
• ADA accessibility issues
• Others to be determined
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Two Massachusetts Cases

• Hamilton Canal District: 
Lowell

• Southfield: 
Weymouth / Abington / Rockland



The Form Based Code
Southfield Project



The Form Based Code
Southfield Master Plan



The Form Based Code
Southfield Regulating Plan
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The Form Based Code
Southfield Building Form Standard



The Form Based Code
Southfield Administration Process




